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Executive Summary

On April 15, 2011, Eastland Fire Department Firefighter Gregory Mack Simmons was fatally injured
and five firefighters from area departments received injuries during firefighting operations at a wild
land fire. At 12:11 PM, Eastland County Dispatch Center received a report of a grass fire located on
Farm to Market Road (FM) 2563, south of the city limits of Eastland, Texas. The Carbon Volunteer
Fire Department responded first, arriving approximately 12 minutes after dispatch. The Eastland Fire
Department units arrived within minutes of the Carbon VFD, along with units from Gorman VFD,
Desdemona VFD, and Olden VFD.

The fire involved fields of overgrown brush, native grasses of bluestem and love grass, fields of
coastal grass, and areas of juniper, post oak, live oak, and redberry trees. The fire moved from FM
2563 toward the southeast and east jumping several county roads, including County Road (CR) 323.

The fire destroyed one residence and damaged more than twenty other buildings.

Firefighter Simmons responded to the fire scene from the Eastland Fire Station, driving Brush Unit
621 with Lt. Terry Honea riding the back, operating the pump and nozzle. Eastland Brush 621 joined
Gorman VFD Brush units 5, 52, 53, and Desdemona VFD Brush 82 in a field of coastal grass through
a gate on the west side of CR 323. Forming one line, the units attacked the east flank from the
unburned side of the fire. After a couple of passes along the east flank, a wind shift caused the fire to
move toward the firefighters, forcing an evacuation of the field as quickly as possible.

The firefighters returned to the gate where they had entered the field. Water tankers from several
departments had staged on CR 323 at the gate to resupply. The Gorman units were first to make the
gate and turned south, advising the tanker units to leave the area. Desdemona Brush 82 was in front
of Eastland Brush 621 and stopped in the gate, blocking the egress point. The driver and the rider of
Brush 82 abandoned the truck at the gate and ran to other units leaving the area. With the gate
blocked, Lt. Honea could see and feel the fire approaching fast. Lt. Honea yelled at Firefighter
Simmons that he was leaving. As he ran past t hidoned could see tdasFiredfighttre d o o |
Si mmons was in the dri v démedhmtlsdoaea saw Fitefigister SimansonstLihe | a's
Honea ran to Eastland Tanker Unit 620 and jumped o
northbound. An air brake line connection melted, causing the truck to lose air pressure and the brakes
to lock. This allowed the truck to only move in reverse. The tanker driver backed the truck northbound
with zero visibility in the dense smoke by driving from ditch to ditch until he was out of the danger
zone. Desdemona VFD and Gorman VFD tankers at the resupply staging area also left the scene as

the fire was over-running the area.
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After the fire burned over the area, an Olden VFD tanker returned to the gate area and discovered
Firefighter Simmons lying unresponsive along the west side of the roadway, approximately one
hundred yards north of the gate area.

Eastland County Precinct # 4 Justice of the Peace responded to the scene and Firefighter Simmons
was pronounced dead at the scene. Firefighter Simmons was transported to the Tarrant County

Medi cal E x a min Roe Wérth, Teddisffdr & post-mortem examination.

This report is to honor Firefighter Gregory Mack Simmons by taking the lessons learned from this

tragic incident so that others may not perish.

Firefighter Gregory Mack Simmons, 50 years old, was a 10-year veteran of the Eastland Fire
Department.
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Introduction

On Friday, April 15,2011, the Texas St at e F iwa®not¥edofsatirefighies fatdlity ihi c e
Eastland County.

The State Fire Marshaldés Office (SFMO) commenced
authority of Texas Government Code, Section 417.0075. This statute requires the SFMO to
investigate the origin and cause of the fire, the condition of the structure, the suppression operation,

and any factors that may have contributed to the firefighter fatality. The statute requires the State Fire
Marshal to coordinate the investigative efforts and may enlist established fire service organizations

and private entities to assist in the investigation.

Texas State Fire Marshal Paul Maldonado assigned Investigator Dean Shirley as the SFMO firefighter
fatality investigation Incident Commander (IC). SFMO Investigator Donald Turk responded to the fire
scene and initiated an assessment of the scene to determine the resources needed to conduct the

investigation.

An action plan of assignments and objectives for the investigation was established. Shirley assigned
Investigator Turk as the Origin and Cause Team Leader to coordinate fire cause investigative efforts
of the on-scene personnel. At the request of the IC, the Texas Fire Chiefs Association provided a fire
chief from a similarly sized department to assist in evaluating the fire ground operations. Stephenville
Fire Department Fire Chief Jimmy Chew responded. The Texas Forest Service provided information
regarding the wild land fire conditions and assigned Wild Land Fire Investigator Marvin Miller and

Asst. Chief Regional Fire Coordinator Bob Scheel to assist in the evaluation of the fire incident.

The investigation began on April 15, 2011, with an initial assessment and survey of the involved
property to determine the needed resources to conduct the investigation. Periodic updates regarding
the investigation provided necessary information to the SFMO IC through on-site and daily briefings.

The Texas Highway Patrol conducted an investigation of the motor vehicle/pedestrian accident.

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) Fire Fighter Fatality Investigation

and Prevention Program responded to conduct an independent investigation.
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Wild Land Fire Conditions

There were no structures involved in the origin of the fire. Forecast conditions and actual observed
conditions are reported by the Texas Forest Service.

On April 15, 2011, the State of Texas was in the midst of the most devastating and costly fire season
period in state history. The fire season began in mid-November 2010 and by April 2011 millions of
dollars in property were damaged, with no end to the drought in sight. This record drought produced
extremely dry fuels, resulting in extreme fire behavior and flame lengths. Flame lengths reported by
witnesses of the Eastland fire were estimated at one hundred feet. The fire in Eastland County on
April 15, 2011, is known locally as the 323 fire. The Texas Forest Service lists this incident as the East
Sidwynicks fire.

The fire involved fields of overgrown brush with bluestem grass, love grass, fields of coastal grass,
areas of juniper, post oak, live oak, and redberry trees. The fire moved from FM 2563 toward the
southeast and east, jumping several county roads including CR 323. The fire burned more than three
thousand acres, destroyed one residence, and destroyed or damaged more than twenty other
buildings. Weather conditions in the Eastland County area on April 15, 2011, were clear, dry, and
windy with gusts to 45 mph and relative humidity dropping to single digits.

The graph below shows the live fuel moisture for that area:
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The following chart displays weather data for Eastland County on April 15, 2011, from approximately 8
AM (0800 CDT) to 3 PM (1500 CDT). It is taken from the Eastland Fire Department weather station

located in the City of Eastland, approximately six miles from the area of the fire.

Time Temp Dew wind  Wind Wind
(CDT) F Point RH Speed Gust _ Direction
08:00 53.4 30.9 42 7.0 13 NW
08:30 55.1 29.3 37 9.0 21 NW
09:00 57.0 27.4 32 9.0 25 NW
09:30 59.1 24.2 26 11 29 N
10:00 60.9 21.8 22 12 31 NW
10:30 62.1 19.3 19 13 29 NNW
11:00 63.9 16.8 16 15 35 NW
11:30 64.7 14.3 14 16 37 NNW
12:00 66.2 10.1 11 15 31 NNW
12:30 67.2 8.7 10 16 34 NNW
1:00 68.2 7.1 9 16 38 NNW
1:30 68.7 7.5 9 15 37 NNW
2:00 68.9 7.7 9 16 38 NW
2:30 69.5 8.1 9 14 34 WNW
3:00 69.5 8.1 9 14 32 NNW
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Texas Forest Service April 15, 2011, fire potential forecast:

Today's Significant
Fire Potential

Very High 1]
High
Moderate

Low

Brownsville
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Fire Ground Operations and Tactics

Note: The following sequence of events was developed from times of events based on dispatch log
and firefighter witness statements. Those events with known times are identified. Events without
known times are approximated in the sequence of events based on firefighter statements regarding
their actions and observations. It should be noted that no recordings of radio traffic exist and that
dispatch logs are not detailed. It should be noted that the dispatch log does not indicate that all units
checked out at the scene upon arrival.

On April 15, 2011, at approximately 12:10 PM, while engaged in fighting a structure fire in the
community of Gorman, Texas, Eastland County firefighters were dispatched to a grass fire near the
community of Carbon. The Carbon Volunteer Fire Department Fire Chief (Chief 1) responded and was
the first to arrive.

12:15: Gorman Volunteer Fire Department Brush 5 left the structure fire scene and drove towards FM
2563 en route to the grass fire. Brush 5 was staffed by two firefighters, Justin Underwood and Charlie

Torrez.

Over the next few minutes several units from Gorman, Carbon, Olden, Desdemona and Eastland

VFDs responded to the area.

12:22: Chief 1, driving Tanker 1, reported afi | ar g e woaskd appyoachdad the a@rea from the
south while traveling northbound on CR 323. The area of the fire was within the Carbon VFD
response area and Chief 1 assumed command. Chief 1 established a resupply area at a gate to a
coastal grass field on the west side of CR 323, assigning Desdemona VFD, Gorman VFD, and
Eastland VFD tankers. Chief 1 then drove south to a residence and established a command post

while protecting the residence.

12:27: Desdemona Brush 82 was en route to scene. Brush 82 was driven by a volunteer and was

accompanied by a civilian passenger.

12:31: Gorman Brush 5 and Eastland Brush 621, driven by Firefighter Simmons and carrying one
firefighter, arrived on the scene and attacked the heel of the fire, extinguishing hot spots on the flanks

near its point of origin on FM 2563.

After emptying their tanks, both trucks were refilled from Olden VFD Tanker 7, which had arrived on
the scene at FM 2563. After refilling, the three trucks drove to the resupply staging area on CR 323

where they met tankers from Gorman, Eastland, and Desdemona fire departments, in addition to the
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Eastland County Precinct water tanker. Eastland County dispatched a water tanker automatically to
assist in re-supply operations. The drivers and operators of the water tankers later stated they were

instructed by ACommandod t o s toaegupplydbitushtrdtkss ar e a

Texas Highway Patrol dispatched a trooper to the area to monitor and assist in the incident. The
trooper responded from the city of Eastland and drove south from FM 2563 on CR 323, arriving at the
resupply staging area at appr woasiequppedcwilya dash cabndra,

which recorded the scene.

ah S _—

View of the area on CR 323 from the north (Photo from Texas Highway Patrol dash cam).
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The driver of the Eastland County Precinct water tanker arrived at the gate area and parked on the
east side of the roadway, facing south. The driver used a phone camera and photographed the smoke
conditions in the west field at the gate where brush trucks entered the field to fight the fire on the east
flank. Water tankers at the location included Olden Tanker 7, Desdemona Tanker 8, Eastland Tanker

620, and the Eastland County Precinct Tanker.

View of the gate area to access the field to the west of CR 323 a few minutes before the wind
shift (Phone camera photo by Eastland County water tanker personnel).

Chief 1 had taken Tanker 1 to a residence south of the resupply area on CR 323 and, working alone,
set up to protect the structure. Two Carbon VFD brush trucks entered the west field through another
gate located across the road from the residence and attempted to fight the fire at the head. The heat
and smoke were too intense to continue and they retreated to the residence. The Carbon brush trucks
did not make any communications over the radio when they retreated regarding the fire conditions, or
that they retreated from the attack at the head of the fire.
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13:04: Texas Highway Patrol Trooper Toner, with dash camera recording, arrived and parked to the
south of the resupply area on the east side of CR 323. Trooper Toner noted that there were four
tankers at the gate area. Eastland Tanker 620 arrived from the north and passed the resupply area

heading south. It stopped a quarter mile south of the gate and began backing north.

-

View to the south from Texas Highway Patrol Unit as he passes Gorman Brush 5 at the

resupply point at the gate area on CR 323 (Photo from THP dash video).
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13:09: Trooper Toner drove to the residence south of the resupply area and passed Eastland 620,
which was backing toward the resupply area. Trooper Toner stayed at the residence for two to three

minutes before attempting to return north.

Carbon VFD Tanker 1 (Command 1) and a Carbon brush truck at the residence on CR 323

when DPS trooper arrives (Photo from THP dash cam video).

Eastland Brush 621, Desdemona Brush 82, and Gorman Brush units 5, 52, and 53 met in the west
field across from the tanker resupply area and formulated a plan of attack. It was decided to form a
line, one truck behind the next, and attack the east flank of the fire by driving in the unburned fuel east
of the fire. After making one pass at the fire, Brush 52 reported being out of water and left to refill.
While the attack continued at the east flank, a wind shift caused the fire to move toward the units,
forcing them to evacuate the field. The line of trucks headed to the gate where they had entered the
field. The turning radius out of the field was shortened by the presence of the tankers in front of the
gate on the opposite side of the narrow road. As the three Gorman trucks made their way out and
headed south on CR 323, Desdemona Brush 82 stopped in the gate. This blocked the gate with Brush
621 behind. The Brush 82 driver later stated that he was blocked in by a brush truck and the tankers
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in front of him. The Brush 82 driver and civilian rider abandoned the truck and ran to other vehicles

leaving the area.

Fire conditions deteriorated rapidly as flames extended 100 feet above tree heights. Firefighters
reported seeing i f i r e tas thenfiredvassddven by the 25 to 35 mph winds. Lt. Honea, riding on
the bed of Brush 621, saw and felt the approaching fire and yelled over the radio headset at
Firefighter Simmons that he was fi b a i.0l Honea jumped over the bedrail and ran toward the
roadway. Honea ran past Firefighter Simmons, whowas s t i | | sitting.Thiaswasthee dr i \
last time Honea would see Firefighter Simmons. There were no mayday broadcasts by Firefighter

Simmons.

Honea ran past the empty Desdemona Brush 82, nearly colliding witht he open d.fHethenr 6 s d
ran onto CR 323 to Desdemona Tanker 8 which was slowly moving northbound. Honea jumped onto

t he dr i v e rabd holdlingobeto tisetmarpr, yelled at the driver to move faster. When the truck

did not move fastenoughand t he d thecare expased soithé encoming heat, Honea jumped

off the step and ran to Eastland Tanker 620 as it backed northward. Desdemona Tanker 8 continued
northbound in zero visibility conditions. One witness stated that fire fully enveloped the entire tanker

staging area, gate area, and roadway for 30 to 45 seconds.

Honea jumped ont o tohTanke 620 and,wibhshe drii er & ¢ e gtoed to keep e n
the door against his back to protect himself from the heat. The air lines of Eastland Tanker 620 failed
from the heat and locked the brakes. The truck was driven in reverse with the accelerator to the floor
to overcome the locked brakes. Tanker 620 backed in zero visibility through the dense smoke by
ffeeling his way, steering from one side of the roadway to the other. When he felt that the truck was
in the soft shoulder, the driver changed course until he hit the opposite shoulder. He continued in this
manner until the truck was out of the fire zone. The driver believed that if he stopped he would not be
able to move the truck again. When Tanker 620 cleared the fire zone, he continued in reverse,
passing Desdemona Tanker 8, which had stopped to pick up the hose that was dragged behind the

truck when leaving the resupply area in a hurry.

The Olden firefighters in Tanker 7 realized that they were about to be overrun as the trucks were
exiting the field. Olden Tanker 7, with Chief 7 on board, moved east into the center of a field of
unburned coastal grasses on the east side of CR 323. They stopped and set up hose lines in the short

grass to protect the truck and themselves as the fire moved over the area.

The Eastland County Precinct water tanker began driving south and stopped at a disabled Gorman

water tanker to pick up the crew as they were being overrun. When he stopped, the brake lines on the
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tanker burst and the brakes locked. The county truck driver and rider, along with the Gorman
firefighters, abandoned the water tanker and began walking south. Two firefighters received first- and
second-degree burns to the ears, nose, and hands. One Gorman firefighter suffered third-degree

burns to the hands.

Gorman VFD heavy tanker.

13:13:The DPS trooper left the command post/residence and traveled northbound, passing the three
Gorman brush trucks heading southbound. The Gorman firefighters on the brush trucks told the
trooper to turn around because it was too dangerous for him to continue. The trooper returned to the
command truck at the residence. When he returned to the residence, Chief 1 asked the trooper to
assist injured firefighters who were walking southbound from the disabled Gorman and Precinct

tankers.
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